Potential confounder in the ethical dilemma of challenging authority
Editor-I read with interest the study by Sydor and colleagues 1 examining the responses of trainee anaesthetists when faced with the 'unethical' actions of a senior colleague in a simulated clinical crisis. Being able to challenge colleagues when motivated by the need to avert an adverse event is an important non-technical skill, and study of the factors that influence this ability is interesting and worthwhile. However, I note that the unethical action the authors created at the centre of the simulation was that of giving a blood transfusion to an anaesthetized Jehovah's Witness suffering a severe intraoperative haemorrhage with life-threatening features of cardiac ischaemia. I wonder whether this represents a confounding factor in their study. Although the authors cite legal precedent regarding blood transfusion of a Jehovah's Witness patient against their express wishes, I would not agree that such an act is unambiguously and consistently unethical. The bioethics concerning the dominance of the principle of autonomy in refusal of blood transfusion regardless of severe harm or death are not particularly straightforward. 2 Having professional experience of an intraoperative death due to post-partum haemorrhage in a Jehovah's Witness who refused blood and whose pre-existing wishes were honoured, I can vouch that the option to give blood products in an attempt to preserve life was hotly debated during the events and for some time afterwards. The authors describe this as 'a clearly unethical decision', which is at best overstated. The authors express surprise at the omission and commission of their subjects. However, the fact that many people will fail to challenge and even actively participate in a definitely unethical act under the influence of authority is well accepted 3 and is probably a part of normal human psychology. I suggest that the study by Sydor and colleagues would have been stronger if the 'unethical' proposition the participants were faced with was unequivocally unethical.
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